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The Welfare State: Insurance or Redistribution? DOI: 10.1057/9781137532008.0006 Individual versus the collective. Selfishness versus compassion. These are dimensions often supposed to divide left from right in politics and market enthusiasts from planners and government enthusiasts. But things are less straightforward and more complicated and dependent on circumstances. "You must rank me and my colleagues as strong partisans of national compulsory insurance for all classes for all purposes from the cradle to the grave. " These are the words of Winston Churchill, from a broadcast in March 1943. 1 In the beginning of the past century Churchill was one of the leading social reformers in the British Liberal Party.
No type of society, no matter how primitive, is entirely devoid of compassion and mutual assistance. Without them we would not exist. Genetically, we are programmed to take care of our young, and we are not the only animal of that kind. But there are limits to how far we go, and those limits to our generosity are contingent on what we can afford. Primitive tribes of Indians and Eskimos left their old to die when they were no longer able to follow their kinsfolk on its seasonal migrations. They had no value for the tribe's survival whereas the newborns had. There are stories of a similar practice that cut closer to home. Destitute Norwegians would push their old and infirm off a cliff with a stick held by all descendants so that they would be collectively guilty of the murder.
2 In pre-Christian times, unwanted children were put out to die. Societies living on the edge of starvation have to economize on their compassion.
The welfare state is, in a historical perspective, a very recent phenomenon. In the traditional agrarian society assistance was provided within the family. The "state, " if we can speak of such for preindustrial societies, was mainly predatory; those who lived under a victorious king or emperor might get some of the loot. In feudal societies, some crumbs might perhaps fall from the lord's table, and the church was a provider of alms. In the towns members of guilds engaged in mutual assistance or even mutual insurance. Industrialization broke up these mechanisms; the guilds were abolished, and people migrated from the country to the towns, living from selling their labor. The industrial worker who lost his job had no piece of land to go to in order to eke out a living.
Over time, governments stepped into this void and began to provide the help to the destitute that earlier had been provided by guilds or within the extended family. They did so at various times and in various ways. Imperial Germany is often credited with the beginnings of the welfare state. The legendary chancellor Otto von Bismarck initiated old
